ho would ever expect that a memoir by a mathematician could be both interesting and funny? But Larry Baggett's is riveting as well as laugh-out-loud funny. I haven't laughed so much reading a book since Steve Martin's autobiographical Born Standing Up: A Comic's Life. Of course, one expects a comic to be funny. Larry Baggett's story, on the other hand, hardly seems well suited to comedy; after all he was permanently blinded in an accident when he was five years old.
Steve Martin's book is about many things, but essentially is the story of how hard he had to work at his craft to eventually become a great comedian. Baggett's wonderfully moving book is also about many things, but primarily tells the tale of how he managed to become an internationally known and highly regarded mathematician in spite of his blindness. Yet, it is surprising just how quickly you tend to forget that Larry is blind. Instead, you find yourself thinking of him as someone who just gets on with the job of dealing with, and enjoying, whatever life throws at him.
The main thing that comes through so clearly in the book is that by almost any standard Larry has led a very normal life (if you ignore such events as being the lead plaintiff in a 1964 U.S. Supreme Court decision Baggett v. Bullitt). He went fishing with his dad, went bowling, shot their .22 at tin cans, shot baskets in his backyard, went sledding, and even played softball at school (as a batter, his usual strategy was to try to entice the pitcher into a walk, but once in a while he even managed to hit the ball). He joined the chess club in college by using a chessboard with small holes in the squares and pieces with little pegs on the bottoms that fit into the holes (I once had a similar set my brother and I used in the car on family vacations). Later, as a father, he spent a weekend putting together a swing set in the backyard for his daughters. He became a very successful research mathematician (quite early in his career he solved a famous open problem by proving that ''locally compact groups with discrete duals are compact''), produced twelve Ph.D. students (one of whom fortunately suggested that he submit the manuscript for this book to the Mathematical Association of America for publication), was chair of the math department at the University of Colorado, and has traveled all over the world with his wife.
An interviewer once asked Larry, then in his seventies, what was the last thing he remembers seeing? Sadly, Larry has no memory at all of any faces, not even that of his beloved mother. But one visual memory that somehow stuck with him all these years is of a dark brown leather truss that his Uncle Al used as support for a hernia. As a child Larry would watch Uncle Al strap that truss between his naked legs and then buckle it up around his naked waist. Not an image that would be easy to forget. Larry now offers a mathematical explanation for this being his last visual memory: as he later learned, Uncle Al's cinched-up truss formed the mathematical object we call the Möbius band.
Another visual memory-this one also involves a childhood trauma prior to his blindness-has stayed with Larry all these years: a solid page of purple produced as a kindergarten art project (and, of course, dutifully placed by his mother on their fridge). What Larry had been trying to paint, however, was an American flag using red and blue finger paint on white paper to form stripes. But the finger paint was warm and his bright primary colors all blended together into a uniform purple haze. Larry now says that, with that kind of negative talent for painting, it is perhaps a blessing that he went blind. His early experience with art might explain why Larry doesn't regret not being able to see great paintings such as the Mona Lisa or Whistler's Mother (though he greatly regrets not being able to see sunsets, rainbows, a bank of clouds, the night sky).
We get several glimpses of Larry's early interest in mathematics. In order to be mainstreamed into a ''regular'' elementary school, Larry was tested by a local psychologist. He remembers one of the questions he was asked: ''Suppose you have two buckets, one holds exactly eight gallons and the other holds exactly five gallons. But you want exactly six gallons. What would you do?'' This puzzled him for a brief moment before the answer hit him. Later that night lying in bed Larry did what any mathematician would do, he generalized this question and began asking himself other questions such as what he would do if he had a ninegallon bucket and a five-gallon bucket, could he still get six gallons?
Then, before going to college, Larry was given a state test (in addition to the College Boards). His favorite question from that test was: what is the next number in the sequence 6, 42, 7, 12, 48, 16, 18? He leaves the reader to figure this one out, and so will I (though I confess it probably took longer for the answer to hit me than it took for Larry).
Larry has two almost equal passions in life, mathematics and music, and many of the best parts of this book involve his development as a musician and his explanations of subtle things about chords and rhythms that make for good jazz. There are also many wonderful pictures in this book; one of the best of these shows the great Louis Armstrong playing in concert before a college audience with Larry sitting in the front row. Larry sees his two passions as being deeply connected and describes how he can equally well lie in bed at night thinking of chord changes in a jazz tune or a proof of an important theorem.
One thing Baggett does extremely well in this memoir is sprinkle into his narrative a good bit of mathematics designed to give a general reader a feeling for his life as a mathematician. In one of several sidebars, he raises the question of how many dominoes there are in a double-6 set, and then goes on to challenge the reader to count the dominoes in a double-9 set. In a particularly philosophical passage, he discusses the ''winding line'' that wraps around the torus over and over again, never hitting any point twice but coming arbitrarily close to any given point on the torus infinitely often. He poses for the reader the question of why a Braille typewriter can produce 63 different symbols and therefore can easily take care of all the letters in the alphabet, punctuation, and numbers. He goes on to describe in some detail how music is written in Braille (he learned to play things like the Moonlight Sonata and Rachmaninov preludes using Braille music).
Larry's interest in music led to one of his best (and longest) sidebars, this one about the Pythagorean comma, carefully explaining a conundrum of musical tuning concerning a mathematical discrepancy that occurs when tuning an instrument the way in which a violin is tuned by tuning the strings to G, D, A, and E with each one a major fifth above the preceding one. It is at about this point in the book that you begin to realize that Larry is an amazingly good teacher. This is confirmed later in another sidebar, one on induction, where he uses several inventive examples to get across the main idea and finishes by showing how induction can be used to count the dominoes in a double-9 set (or even a double-100 set).
Baggett is good at telling about various interesting ways in which he views the world around him (at times you feel as if you could be reading a book by Oliver Sacks). It turns out that Larry associates numbers and letters with colors (this is called synesthesia). For example, there are five letters he sees in his mind as green, but each one has a slightly different shade. And among the letters he sees in shades of brown, it is the letter T that is the exact shade of Uncle Al's truss. Surprisingly, and this is something he noticed only while writing this book, he does not associate Greek letters with any colors even though as a mathematician he uses them frequently.
It is almost impossible to find anything to complain about in this book, but I do have two minor quibbles, and I mention these only to further illustrate the wide range of ideas floating around in Larry's brain. In the midst of describing the horrific details of his fateful encounter with a paring knife as a five-year-old, he pauses to register a tongue-in-cheek complaint about a ''geometric design error'' involving the relative lengths of the bones in the human arm that allow a five-year-old boy to stab himself in the eye, and claims that this error should have been ''Darwined'' out of humans by now. This humorous passage ignores the fact that all primates (as well as many other animals having limbs) possess a similar geometry that permits easy access to the face, which is beneficial for all sorts of purposes. In other words, the design error about
